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HELEN ELLIS

PublicWelfare and Juvenile Delinquency
in New'Mexico
Every change in the state administration brings, a change in the Department of Public Welfare. The board changes complexion, and key
positions are reshuffled, in spite of the fact that the Public Welfare
Act states that "the memb.ers of the state board shall be appointed for
overlapping tenps and without regard to political affiliation," and that
they are to be appointed "on the basis of recognized interest in and
knowledge of public welfare." With one or two notable exceptions,
board members have been conspicuous by their absence at national
and regional meetings of the American Public Welfare Association
where board members from other states exchange viewpoints and hear
live issues in welfare administration discussed. They have never attended the annual state Conference of Social Welfare, not have they
publicly taken a stand on any issue, with the one or two exceptions.
It should not be too surprising, therefore that S.B. 16 introduced in.
the 1957 Legislature, providing staggered terms formeDlbers of the
You.th Commission, although it passe~ the Senate, died in a House
committee; nor that S.B. 348 providing staggered terms for the board
members of the New Mexico Boys' School, while it passed both Houses,
was' pocket-vetoed by the Governor. However, the laws authorizing
penalties against juveniles and their parents for damage to person and
property by juveniles did pass and were signed by the Governor. It is
perhaps unlikely that these juvenile delinquency laws will be ignored.
While statistics on delinquency are never comparable from one district
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to another, let alone as between states, becaus'e of differing definitions
of what constitutes a delinquent act and other reasons, nevertheless a
rate of 67.8 per 1000 children in the 7-to-10 year age group in New
Mexico is· significant when compared to the national average of 37.2
per 1000 In 1954.
Delinquency and public welfare are often lumped together, an indication that in the minds of the general population the two are related.
Historically, of course, the two have been treated as one. The poor, the
criminal, the aged, and the insane were herded together in work-houses
and auctioned off to the lowest bidder. Children, even as late as the
nineteenth century, were mutilated, burned, quartered and hanged in
an effort to control their conduct. Able-bodied beggars were branded
and run out of town. There is some validity in relating poverty, maladjustment, and delinquency, of course, but in the attempt to solve
these problems, our efforts fall far short of the goal.
At the time the Social Security Act was passed in 1935 a new era
was expected to insure the security of large sectors of the population.
Social insurance to cover old-age retirement and unemployment was
to be the main line of defense against want. Public ~ssistance would be
only a supplementary program to take care of those who had not
"earned" their benefits under the insurance program. In the meantime
health and welfare services were to be extended to mothers and children. By 1939, children and other survivors of insured workers who
had died were also to receive insurance benefits.
It SOon became apparent, however, that in rural states such as New
Mexico the bulk of the labor force was ex~ludedj from insurance eligibility. This discrepancy has largely been remedied in successive amendments to the federal law which extended insurance privileges to, among
others, farm owners, farm operators, and regularly employed farm laborers, who before World War II constituted the major occupational
group in this state. Great progress has been made in drawing workers
into the insurance program. For example, in 1949 there were only 75
persons per 1000 population drawing benefits in New Mexico, whereas
in 1955 there were 313, an increase of 315 per cent. This state still
ranks forty-third from the top, however. (T~n industrial states have
over 500 per 1000 aged receiving insurance benefits with corresponding
decreases in the proportions relying on the tax-supported public
assistance program.)
But the amendments came too late to affect thousands of the aged,
the sick, and the dependent children now crowding the public assist-
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ance rolls in New Mexico and other rural states. From 1950 to 1956 it
is estimated that eighteen counties in New Mexico, all predominantly
rural, lost population at rates ranging from 1.8 to over 30 per cent,
while urban counties boomed. By and large it is the productive age.
groqp which is moving out of the rural counties. Distressed counties
have greater proportions of dependents per worker, more unemployment, smaller farms, fewer workers in highly paid occupations, less
personal income, and, therefore, more persons on assistance rolls. This
is the real "crisis" in public welfare in New Mexico and not the much
publicized, and politically exploited, deficit in earmarked revenues in
1954-55. The 1955 Legislature in general session met the crisis by opening the public assistance rolls to public inspection, and in special session by enacting the lien and relatives' responsibility laws.
For years the Social Security Administration and students of public
welfare have urged the abandonment of earmarked funds a~ an unstable method of financing the security of tens of thousands of human
beings. At least the so-called "crisis" called attention to this unwise
policy, and the 1957 Legislature corrected it by channeling revenues
and expenditures into and from the General Fund.
Reasons for a swelling assistance load, aside from those already
mentioned, are not hard to find. Unprecedented population growth
with greater proportions of the aged and of younger children; high
population mobility (a net migration of more than 37 per cent of the
rural farm population occurred in the decade 1940-50 in the northern
half of the state); inflationary pressures which sharply diminish the
purchasing power of persons with small, fixed incomes; uneven distribution of wealth and resources in certain geographic areas; discriminatory employment policies toward women and toward certain ethnic
groups; low educational levels; high incidence of disease and disability
and lack of medical care for large numbers of people-are just some of
the reasons.
Yet in spite of the tremendous expansion in population and the dislocations of a society in rapid transition from rural to urban, in reality
New Mexico is expending far less proportionately for public welfare
than it did ten years ago. The percentage of state revenue allocated for
welfare purposes in 1956 was 7.65 as compared to 11.63 per cent in
1946. Yet, as has been pointed out, total revenues as a per cent of
income to state residents were higher in New Mexico than the national state average. It is simply that New Mexico has seen fit to allot
a greater proportion of its funds to other things than welfare. New
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Mexico is also below the United States average in the per cent of state,
and local revenues expended for public assistance payments~ and below
the average for a ten-year span in expenditures pet inhabitant.
Red-tape compounds the evils of inadequate finances. By administrative regulation, fOr example, mothers and children who have been
deserted and abandoned are denied aid until all efforts to locate the
husband and father are exhausted. A typical case is that of a woman
with four children whose husband has been absent for years. The legal
division of the Department of Public Welfare and the district attorney
have never been able to locate him. This woman is ambitious and is
able to get work periodically, at which times assistance is discontinued.
When the work peters out and it becomes necessary to reapply, the·
family waits for months for aid while the Department again goes
through the process of trying to locate the father.
The restrictions on the maximum amount of aid which can be given
is as devastating to family life as the red-tape. There is the case of a
woman with six children whose husband is in a mental hospital. The
woman can work. Her earnings run as high as $260 per month. However, if she works, she must hire a housekeeper at $60 per month, pay
$15 for uniforms and $10 for transportation, the total budget amounting to about $3°0. The Department of Public Welfare would supplement the deficit of $40. What does this arrangement mean in tebns of
the children's welfare? According to· current social and· psychological
theory, the preservation of wholesome family life is of firstconsideration in the development ofl a healthy personality. The yOJJng child
lean~s from its mother its funpam~ntal attitudes toward life and toward
other people. The early years are the most critical in setting the' patterns of attitudes and action for later years. Should this woman go to
. work and leave her family to a substitut~ mother? Substitute mothers
are hard to come by, especially for $60 a month. By regulation, the
maximum amount which seven persons may receive from public assistance. is $130. But in this case, bare minimum needs, exclusive of
potential costs involved in employment, amou .0 $ 1 .5°. The solution was found by interested church members who are 0 yinced that
the mother is, needed in the home and who supplemenf ch month
the deficit of $83· 50.
In a similar case the American Legion is making monthly payments
of $50 to supplement an inadequa:te budget to a sick veteran, his wife
and four children. Nevertheless, the family must move out of their
$8,000 home in which they have an equity of $2,000 because regula-
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tions restrict the market value of a home owned by a welfare recipient
to $4,000.
An unrealis,tic restriction of $25 as the absolute maximum for rent,
arbitrary maximums on total assistance grants, restrictions on property
ownership, and canous indifference to families whose recalcitrant
fathers are missing, result in the disruption and decay of family life
regardless of the law and its intent.
In a similar fashion are flouted the basic principles and philosophy
of juvenil~ court law ordinarily expressed as follows: ". . . to secure
for each child . . . such care, guidance, and control, preferably 'in his
own home, as will conduce to the child's welfare and the best interests
of the state."
The "Schapps Report" of 1954, following a two-year study of correctional conditions in the state, suggested the need for more probation officers who had at least a college degree with a major in social
science and one year of graduate social work or experience under supervision in a qualified social agency. The Standard Juvenile Court Act
recommended, among other things, that qualified juvenile court judges
be appointed rather than elected; that the social services of courts be
developed; that probation officers be under civil service; that the court
have jurisdiction over neglected and abandoned cliildren; that it determine the custody and guardianship of the person of any child within
its jurisdiction, determine adoptions, and terminate parental rights in
connection therewith; that the detention of children in jails be stopped; that the name or picture of any child under its jurisdiction not be
made..,public; and that children not be subject to criminal penalties,
"found guilty," or "sentenced" either to detention homes or reform
s~oo1s.
.
.
Every one of these stipulations is violated in this state.
There are at present 32 full-time and 10 part-time juvenile probation'
officers in New Mexico. There were 8,533 children referred to the
courts last year; one third of them ~ere repeaters. The National Probation and Parole Association pegs the maximum number of cases per
officer at fifty. An officer should be required to prepare no more than
ten comprehensive social studies per month. The shortage is obvious.
A bill which would have increased appropriation for probation purposes and which passed both the House and Senate in 1957 was vetoed
by the Governor. The Federal Government likewise failed to appropriate funds for strengthening state programs for the prevention and
control of delinquency. This is false economy. The Federal Govern-
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ment has estimated the cost of probation at fifteen cents a day for each
probationer, whereas the cost of maintaining a person in an institution
is $2'37'
While no valid claim can be made that poverty, poor housing, lack of
parental supervision, lack of good case-workers and probation officers,
etc., are direct "causes" of juve~ile del~nquency, the supposition is that
they contribute directly to it.
. What is the outlook for the future? We cannot expect to have any
great reduction in the public assistance program in the forseeable future for reasons already mentioned. As living costs mount, more people
indeed will become eligible for such assistance. Hospital and medicalcare needs of heneficiaries of social insurance, for example, will prob~
•
ably have to be supplemented from public assistance.
Can we afford it? Dr. Nathaniel Wollman, of the University of New'
Mexico's Department of Economics, in a report to the Legislature,
demonstrated that "New Mexico is a substantial gainer as a result of
its public assistance program" inasmuch as federal funds constitute
over 60 per cent of payments.to New Mexico's 40 per cent. When New
Mexico "saved" its taxpayers a half million or so in state funds in
1955-56, at a cost of great hardship for people on assistance, it also deprived the New -Mexico economy of over one million dollars in federal
payments.
Suggested long-time solutions to the problem include 1) incorporating competent aged and handicapped persons into the labor force;
2) overhauling administrative practices in our Welfare Department and
juvenile court system to give real meaning to the term "rehabilitation";
3) appropriating funds to accomplish the desired objectives; 4) eliminating Harmful political practices in welfare agencies and institutions;
5) focusing on family life education in order to increase opportunities
at all age levels.
.
The latter program would include: establishing more and better
nursery schools for children of working mothers; changing the curricula
to emphasize family living more strongly in the elementary and high
schools; developing training programs for out-of-school youth; enlarging the adult education programs in community centers and night
schools; organizing discussion groups for parents with problem children; developing and expanding guidance and counseling centers for
all age groups; establishing a family-life education center in one of the
universities of the state to develop and disseminate appropriate materials, audio-visual aids, and to provide leadership.
.
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